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Film Review:
The 2012 Tim Bevan Production
of Leo Tolstoi's Anna Karenina
by Dwight Page

Director Joe Wright's 2012 film
of Leo Tolstoi 's Anna Karenina
represents the eighth major cinematographic production of this
beloved classic. Previous versions
of the famous story include the
1935 film starring Greta Garbo
and Frederic March; the 1948 film
starring Vivian Leigh and Ralph
Richardson; the 1985 televised
American film starring Jacqueline
Bisset and Christopher Reeves;
the 1997 film, the first American
Count Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoi,
version to be filmed on location in
also known as Leo Tolstoy, was
Russia starring Sophie Marceau
a Russian writer who primarily
and Sean Bean; and finally three
wrote novels and short stories.
Russian versions made in 1953,
Later in life, he also wrote plays
1967 and 1974.
and essays.
Technologically, intellectually, and aesthetically, the present film of the 2012-2013 season, produced by Tim Bevan and scripted by Sir Tom Stoppard, is arguably the
best. It is certainly the film version which remains most faithful to the
spirit and the plot of the original novel. In addition, both in terms of
its sets and the points of view of its dramatis personae, this particular
film demonstrates in a most emphatic manner the pervasive influence of
Swiss and German civilization upon the Russian Empire (1721-1917).
It deserves nomination for the best film of 2012.
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2013
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The reader should not be
surprised to learn that this most
recent production of Anna Karenina is a universally acclaimed
masterpiece attracting a vast
global audience, for the novel
upon which the film is based has
always been regarded as the epitome of creative writing. A poll
of 125 contemporary authors in
2009 proclaimed Tolstoi 's Anna
Karenina
to be the greatest novel
Keira Knightly playing Anna Karenina here in this 2012 British ever written.
Tim Bevan's current proromantic drama film directed by
Joe Wright and adapted by Tom duction is based upon the ShakeStoppard from Leo Tolstoi 's 1877 spearian concept that all the
world is a stage, for the entire
novel of the same name.
action of the film is enclosed
within a theatre, or at least the optical illusion of a theatre, and much
of the film's action is literally acted out upon a stage. This was done
in order to demonstrate the director's belief that the Russians of this
era, the reign of Alexander II (1855-1881) were leading artificial lives:
although ethnically Russian, their manners, customs and opinions had
been imposed upon them, like artificial masks, by their upbringing by
a host of nannies, tutors and governesses imported from France and
Switzerland. During a recent televised interview, the actress in the starring role, Keira Knightly, explicitly stressed this point, stating that the
Russians of the Imperial Era looked to France and Switzerland for the
ideals of their civilization. Indeed, the French of the Swiss cantons of
Vaud and Neuchatel is spoken frequently throughout the film.
Director Joe Wright's view of the stagelike artificiality and superficiality of the civilization of the nineteenth century Russian Empire concurs with the views of Tolstoi himself. An idolized member
of the aristocratic ruling class, Count Tolstoi nonetheless rejected the
material and urban luxury of imperial Moscow and Saint Petersburg for
the solitude and spiritual solace and depth of country life, electing to
spend most of his life on his country estate at Yasnaya Polyana (Bright
Meadows). Moreover, Tolstoi's Weltanschauung was a reflection of the
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol49/iss1/7
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conflict in the Russian philosophy of the era: the confrontation between the Westemizers,
disciples of Peter the Great, and
the Slavophiles, who looked to
Russia's mystical medieval past
for their intellectual sustenance
and inspiration.
In the film, this dualism characterizing contemporary Russian philosophy is
succinctly represented by the
early conversation between
Anna's brother Stiva Oblonsky
and Nicolai Dmitrich Levin
at the fashionable restaurant
L'Angleterre, shortly after
Levin's initial arrival in MosKeira Knightly playing Anna Karcow from the country: Stiva is
enina in the 2012 British film.
much at home in this luxurious
atmosphere of bronze statues,
French culture, and French cuisine, whereas the provincial and thoroughly Russian Levin feels uncomfortable and out of place and longs to
return home to the country. Levin has come to Moscow only to propose
to Kitty Shtcherbatsky; that is the sole purpose of his visit to the city.
However, when the novel Anna Karenina first appeared in Russia
in 1873, despite their differences, all of Tolstoi's contemporaries-both
the Westemizers and the Slavophiles- agreed that the central problem
of the novel was that the heroine Anna Karenina flagrantly, brazenly,
and audaciously assaults and violates an ideal which is the mainstay of
both traditional Orthodox Russian and Judea-Christian civilization the ideal of the chaste and virtuous matriarch, the mater familias, who
commands universal respect. This ideal was deeply revered and taken
with the utmost seriousness by both schools of Russian thought.
A devout Christian, Tolstoi himself reviles and condemns his heroine for her shameful and inexcusable misconduct, which brings undeserved
misery into the lives of her husband and son.Anna Karenina is essentially a
didactic novel, designed to demonstrate the dangers of adultery.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2013

3

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 49 [2013], No. 1, Art. 7

Film Review: The 2012 ... Leo Tolstoi 's Anna Karenina

69

With Natasha Rostov in War and Peace and with Anna Karenina, we
do find a tender, raptured portrayal of the young woman whose beauty
and vitality become an inspiration for men. 1 Nonetheless, Tolstoi lived
in a society in which there is no escape from the problematic nature of
the sexual contract.2 In Tolstoi's world, the wife must remain monogamous and must accept the marital contract. Tolstoi, the moralist, insists
that people have no rights, only responsibilities.3 When Anna Karenina
announces to her husband that she is the mistress of Count Vronsky, she
violates that sacred contract and the laws of God. At that point, Tolstoi the devout Christian, relinquishes sympathy for Anna the sinner in
favor of righteous judgment. In this regard, D. H. Lawrence famously
chastises his fellow novelist for suppressing passionate inspiration for
the sake of didactic purpose.4 However, obedient to the imperatives of
his Christian faith, Tolstoi could not do otherwise.
Indeed,Anna Karenina was written during the period (1866-1867)
when Tolstoi was involved in the prolonged crisis which resulted in his
conversion; thereafter, matters of the Christian faith and soul became
the principal preoccupation of his life. He recorded part of this spiritual struggle in Anna Karenina. The meaning of life consists in living
according to one's "inner goodness," he concluded. Only through emotional and religious commitment, can one discover this natural truth.
Uniquely interpreting the Gospels, Tolstoi discovered that Christ's entire message was contained in the idea "that ye resist not evil." This
doctrine of "non-resistance" became the foundation of Tolstoyism
according to which one lives according to nature, renouncing the artificial refinements of society. Self-gratification, Tolstoi believed, perverts man's inherent goodness. Therefore, property rights-ownership
by one person of things that belong to all- is a chief source of evil.
Carnal lust, ornamental clothing, fancy food, are other symptoms of
the corrupting influence of civilization. In accordance with his beliefs,
Tolstoi practiced what he preached: he divided his property among his
1
David Holbrook, Tolstoy, Woman and Death: A Study of War and Peace and Anna
Karenina (Associated University Press: London, 1997), p. 258.
2
Ibid, p. 15.
3
Amy Mandelker, Framing Anna Karenina: Tolstoi, the Woman Question and the
Victorian Novel (Ohio State Press: Columbus, Ohio, 1993), p. 41.
4
Gina Kovarsky, ''The Moral Education of the Reader," in Approaches to Teaching
Tolstoi's Anna Karenina, ed. Liza Knapp and Amy Mandelker (MLAA: N.Y., 2003), p. 166.
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family members, dressed in peasant homespun, ate only vegetables,
gave up liquor and tobacco, and engaged in manual work with the
peasants on his estate. Anna Karenina was written in order to demonstrate the rightness of his newfound philosophy of Christian altruism
and non-violence.
The novel and the film are consequently replete with concepts of
Christian goodness and divine judgment; indeed, the epitaph appearing
on the opening page of the novel reads: "Vengeance is mine; I will repay." After all, Anna Karenina breaks one of the Ten Commandments,
and she pays an awful price for her transgression.
In Tolstoi's world, Anna's ultimate judge is God, who sees all,
knows all, rewards all virtue and punishes all vice. Moreover, this God
of the Christians has set down clearly and adamantly the rules of proper
conduct for the virtuous wife and mother in the book of Ephesians:
"Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his
body,ofwhich he is the Savior. Now as the church submits to Christ,
so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything." 5

Anna falls woefully short of the high standards for the wife and
mother established by God himself in the New Testament, and her disrespect for God's holy teachings and exhortations concerning chastity
explains her inevitable downfall.
Director Joe Wright has skillfully translated Tolstoi 's religious
earnestness onto the screen. The character Alexey Alexandrovitch
Karenin, played adroitly by Jude Law, has the utmost respect for the
Christian faith, his duties as a husband and father, and the sacrament of
marriage. Karenin is respected by all, including his wife and her lover
Count Vronsky, and throughout the film mention is frequently made of
Karenin's contributions to and sacrifices for Russia.
The scene in the film which most dramatically illustrates Tolstoi's
personal convictions concerning the sacrosanct nature of marriage and
monogamy occurs after a dinner party given by the Petersburg socialite Princess Betsy Tverskoy. At that particular dinner party, at which
Karenin is also present, Anna and Count Vronsky had been observed
5
·
See Ephesians 5:22-24. The Holy Bible: New International Version (Zondervan
Publishing House Grand Rapids, Mich., 1994), p. 1823.
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in earnest and intimate conversation. Upon their return home, Karenin
points out to his wife that her thoughtlessness and indiscretion might
cause herself to be spoken of in society; her "too animated conversation" with Count Vronsky had attracted attention. Karenin thereupon
reminds Anna Karenina that their lives have been joined "not by man
but by God" and that marriage is a holy union.
Karenin's admonitions during this pivotal conversation evoke
the general tenor of Saint Paul's teachings and, more specifically, they
evoke Saint Paul's sexual attitudes. In his writings, Saint Paul displays
a general distaste for sex and carnality, and Karenin is the most forceful and zealous exponent of this Pauline theology in the novel and
film.
Another scene in the film which reveals Tolstoi's Christian
contempt for his heroine's liaison dang ere use is the scene at the beginning of the same aforementioned dinner party hosted by Princess Betsy
Tverskoy in Saint Petersburg. Upon the arrival of Count Vronsky at
the gathering, the hostess Princess Betsy approaches the young officer
and artfully inquires, "Why are you here?" To which Count Vronsky
nonchalantly replies, "I am waiting." Princess Betsy's ensuing scornful
remark represents the quintessence of Tolstoi 's abhorrence for the sin of
adultery: "Waiting for what?" Princess Betsy sarcastically retorts, "to
persuade a virtuous woman to break her wedding vows?"
The sin of adultery and its terrible consequences explain not only
the tragedy of Anna Karenina; these problems are also the source of the
tragedy in other famous Victorian novels: one remembers Flaubert's
Madame Bovary, who takes poison when her two lovers desert her and
leave her in financial ruin; Henry James' Daisy Miller, the American
socialite who is ostracized by Roman society during her Grand Tour of
Europe because of her numerous flirtations; finally the notorious Hester
Prynn in Nathaniel Hawthorne's Scarlet Letter, who is compelled to
wear the infamous scarlet "A" testifying to her adulterous affair and
illegitimate child in Puritan seventeenth century Boston.
Just as Emma Bovary, Daisy Miller, and Hester Prynne offended
their respective societies, Anna Karenina, through her illicit extramarital affair with Count Vronsky, assails the noble ideals of womanhood
which were the fulcrum of both the original Kingdoms of Muscovy and
Russia, and the Europeanized Russian society created by Peter the Great
in the early eighteenth century.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol49/iss1/7

6

Page: Film Review: The 2012 Tim Bevan Production of Leo Tolstoi's <i>An
72

February 2013 SAHS Review

Medieval Muscovy was
an extremely Christocentric
and patriarchal society wherein
all women were expected to
be obedient to the wishes of
their husbands, as ordained by
God in the book of Ephesians.
When Michael Romanov was
proclaimed Tsar of all the Russias at the lpatiev Monastery
on March 24, 1613, he was simultaneously proclaimed the
First Patriarch par excellence of
all Russia. 6 The Tsar of Russia
thus became not only the patriarch of the Russian people; he
Tsar Michael Romanov.
also became the supreme patriarch of the Russian Orthodox
Church, like the Pope in Rome, the annointed vicar of Christ in the
Kingdom of Russia. An important symbol of the fact that the Tsar
was the most venerable patriarch of the land was the tradition that
the Tsarina should always follow behind her husband on all occasions of state. The last Tsarina of Russia, Alexandra, was well known
for showing such deference to her esteemed husband Nicholas II on
all public occasions.
At the time of the accession of Michael Romanov to the Throne
of Russia in 1613, his country was experiencing social chaos. This was
the Time of Troubles. Nonetheless, in those days Russia was a profoundly Christian nation, and the noble boyars and the Russian peasants were convinced that Michael Romanov was a true emissary of God
who could save them from their distress. Therefore, when the boyars
discovered Michael Romanov at the lpatiev Monastery on March 24,
1613, they continued to plead and to weep until the much moved and
6
Michael Romanov was in fact the son of Patriarch Philaret, and he became the
founder of the Romanov Dynasty, which ruled Russia from 1613 until 1918. Michael was
unanimously elected Tsar of Russia by a national assembly on February 21, 1613, but
the delegates of the council did not discover the young Tsar and his mother at the lpatiev
Monastery near Kostroma until March 24, 1613.
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impressed Michael consented to accept the throne. All his life Michael
Romanov remained a faithful and devoted servant of the Lord, the
Russian people, and the Russian Orthodox Church. Indeed, so profound
was Michael's allegiance to the Russian Orthodox Church that his
failure to wed his daughter Irene of Russia with Count Valdemar Christian of Schleswig-Holstein, a morganatic son of King Christian IV of
Denmark, in consequence of the refusal of the latter to accept Orthodoxy, so deeply afflicted him as to contribute to bringing about his death
on July 12, 1645.
The Russian Empire established by Peter the Great in the early
eighteenth century was likewise profoundly influenced by patriarchal,
technological, intellectual, and aesthetic concepts then prevalent in
Western Europe. Firstly, Saint Petersburg and the Russian Empire were
literally a European architectural construction. Peter the Great invited
numerous French, German, Italian, and Swiss architects and artisans to
Russia in order to assist with the architectural construction of his capital
and his empire. For example, Domenico Trezzini, an architect from the
Swiss canton of Ticino, was instrumental from 1703 until his death in
Saint Petersburg in 1743 in the building of both the Winter and the Summer Palaces, the Fortress of Saint Peter and Saint Paul and the development of the Vasilevskij Island including the Monastery of Alexander
Nevsky, the Twelve Colleges, and many other public buildings.7
Secondly, the ideas of the Swiss and German Protestant Reformation spread throughout the Russian Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.8 It is estimated that between 50,000 to 60,000 Swiss
lived in Russia between roughly 1700 and 1917. The ideas of Erasmus, John Calvin, John Knox, and Martin Luther were respected and
taught as much in the Russian Empire as in Western Europe and colonial America, and these moral and religious concepts played a decisive
role in the education of the gilded youth of Russian aristocracy. These
Protestant ideas were based upon the mandatory careful daily reading of
the Holy Scriptures; these Protestant schools of thought moreover took
for granted that the woman of every noble household would be a chaste
7
Marion S. Miller, Domenico Trezzini e la costruzione di San Pietroburg. Ed. Manuele Kahn-Ross and Marco Franciolli. (Franco Cantini: Florence, Italy, 1994), p. 316.
8
The Swiss-Russian connection went both ways. Notably, Zurich played host to both
Lenin and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and in the years predating the Russian Revolution, up to
a third of students enrolled at Swiss universities were citizens of tsarist Russia.
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and respectable matriarch who was deeply devoted to her husband and
family. 9
These chivalrous ideals of the Protestant Reformation were enshrined in the hearts of the entire Russian nobility by the numerous
Swiss and French tutors and governesses who were employed throughout the Russian Empire. Many of these teachers and governesses had
been trained at the famous pedagogical school at Neuchatel, Switzerland, and thus Swiss ideals and religious values permeated the entire
Russian ruling class. In this regard, the reader will recall that the tutor of
the children of the last Romanov Tsar, Nicholas II, was Pierre Gilliard
of Lausanne.
These Swiss and German Protestant and Catholic, Italian Catholic
and Russian Orthodox ideals of feminine chastity, virtue, and marital
fidelity were historically taken with the utmost seriousness by women of the upper classes throughout Medieval and Renaissance Europe
and Victorian Europe and America. History is replete with examples of
European noble women who were above reproach and who practiced
maternal and connubial virtues in an impeccable manner. A famous
and noteworthy symbol of the very real pristine virtue of the traditional
European matriarch is Contessina de' Medici, the daughter of Lorenzo
the Magnificent and the wife of Piero Ridolfi. When His Holiness Julius
II once approached Contessina during the painting of the Sistine Chapel
and insinuated that, in her platonic relationship with Michelangelo, she
might have transgressed the lawful boundaries of friendship and forgotten her wifely duties, Contessina urbanely, sincerely and truthfully
replied, "What your Holiness suggests does us both dishonor."
To be sure, there were the courtesans, immortalized in Balzac's
Splendeurs et Miseres des Courtesanes and in Colette's Gigi. However,
European noble men took care to hide such paramours frol!l the public
gaze, and such scarlet women led a hidden existence far from the social scene and season. Certainly no true noble woman of Europe during
the Medieval or Victorian age would ever have been unfaithful to her
husband.
9
For a more complete treatment of the highly rigid and strict social hierarchy and
subordinate position of the woman in the nineteenth century German Empire, see: Donald
G. Tritt, "Leo Lesquereux, the arduous Path of a Nineteenth Century Natural Scientist,"
in Leo Lesquereux: Letters Written from America 1849-1853. Trans. H. Dwight Page. Ed.
Wendy Everham (Picton Press: Rockland, Maine, 2006), p. 15.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2013

9

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 49 [2013], No. 1, Art. 7

Film Review: The 2012 ... Leo Tolstoi's Anna Karenina

75

And when that rare event did occur, the consequences were dreadful: the adulterous pair were condemned to eternal damnation in hell
for the unpardonable sin of adultery. The reader will recall that in the
Inferno Dante encounters precisely two such members of the Italian nobility who have been consigned to eternal torment for the commission
of adultery: Francesca da Rimini and Paolo Malatesta. When Francesca's mournful and doleful shade addresses Dante, she woefully acquaints the horrified poet with her terrible and everlasting punishment:
she and her lover Paolo have been condemned to be hurled relentlessly
and eternally about in a hurricane of souls, "just as they used to give
way in life to a tempest of sensual lust." 10
In Anna Karenina, Leo Tolstoi wishes to underscore the fact that
in his personal social milieu and in his personal theology, it would be
unthinkable for any noble woman to commit adultery. Therefore, of all
the feminine char~cters in his novel, Tolstoi creates only two feminine
characters who dare to break their wedding vows: Baroness Shilton,
with whom Count Vronsky has a discussion upon his return to Saint
Petersburg in Chapter 34 at the end of Part I, and Anna Karenina herself. And both women pay a heavy penalty for their failure to obey the
marital laws ·of society and God.
The world of feminine and maternal virtue which Tolstoi cherishes
and extols and personifies in his characters Dolly Oblonsky and Princess Kitty Shtcherbatsky is not only the fictitious world of his novel. It
is also the very real world of European history. In this regard, the reader
remembers the many thoroughly virtuous monarchs of European history: Queen Elizabeth I, the "Virgin Queen" who ruled Great Britain from
1558 to 1603; the pious and good Christian French Empress Eugenie,
the Consort of Napoleon III (1851-1870), who befriended and admired
Bernadette of Lourdes and made her a French national saint; Queen
Mary, the Consort of King George V of Great Britain (1911-1936), the
ultimate immaculate matriarch adored by her people and a paragon of
wifely devotion. Finally, enchanting the entire globe with her regal
beauty and stateliness and serving as an incomparable feminine model
· for millions of women around the globe, there is the example of the
venerable Queen Victoria, Victoria Regina, whose chastity and legend10
Dante Alighieri, "Canto V," in The Divine Comedy: The Inferno, trans. John D.
Sinclair (Oxford University Press: N.Y., 1961), pp. 77-79.
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ary devotion to her consort Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg, contributed
to the conservative and distinguished chivalrous spirit of an entire age.
Unfortunately, history also gives us examples of public figures who, like Anna Karenina, paid a terrible price for what the
public perceived as the transgression of the marital rules of high society.
Tragically, these individuals were actually innocent, and yet the mere
suspicion of wrongdoing in their regal and patrician households ruined
their reputations and lives.
For example, Queen Marie Antoinette of France was falsely accused of having accepted a fabulous diamond necklace worth millions
from her secret admirer the Prince de Rohan during an alleged midnight
rendezvous at Versailles. The person who accepted this gift was actually a woman disguised as the Queen and the member of a gang of jewel
thieves who sold the necklace on the black market. The Queen herself
was completely unaware of the activities of these notorious criminals.
Naturally, a trial was held in Paris in 1786 in order to vindicate the
honor of the French royal family. When the gullible Prince de Rohan
was acquitted, the news of his acquittal rocked France and caused
universal riots throughout the country. The starving people of France,
believing that Marie Antoinette was a thief and an adulteress, went mad
with rage and eventually demanded the Queen's arrest and execution.
Napoleon dated the French Revolution from the false accusation against
the Queen and the ensuing trial.
In America, Rachel Jackson innocently wed Andrew Jackson in
Natchez, Mississippi, in 1791, thinking that her first husband had obtained a divorce. When the rumors of the first husband's divorce proved
to be false, Andrew and Rachel Jackson's marriage was declared to
be bigamous and invalid. Although the Jacksons remarried legally in
Nashville in January 1794, and although the innocent Rachel had committed this blunder unwittingly, she was consequently shunned by society. The women of Nashville refused to receive her at receptions in their
homes.
In France, on the night of August 17, 1847, the nation was shocked
to learn that Fanny Sebastiani, Duchesse de Praslin, had been murdered
in her own house by her own husband, the Due de Praslin. Although
the Due had enjoyed only a platonic friendship with his children's governess, Henriette de Lucy, the Duchess believed that the pair was engaged in a passionate extramarital love affair. Her subsequent jealousy
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2013
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drove her mad. When the Duchesse de Praslin refused to write a letter of
recommendation for Mademoiselle de Lucy, who had been dismissed
from the Praslin household, the Due de Praslin flew into an uncontrollable rage and killed his terrified wife. Images of the blood stained corpse
of the Duchesse de Praslin, a virtuous and pious Catholic noble woman,
and tales of her struggle against her murderer, sent convulsions through
all France. The Due de Praslin took poison rather than face trial by the
House of Peers; the children were sent to live with their grandfather in
Corsica; and Henriette de Lucy was temporarily imprisoned in the Conciergerie until she she was exiled to America where a kindly New England minister gave her employment and asylum. Historians consider the
scandal to be one of the causes of the French Revolution of 1848, for the
murder of the Duchesse de Praslin instilled in the minds of the French
people the belief that their aristocracy was ridden with corruption. 11
Finally, all the world remembers how King Edward VIII in 1936
was forced to abdicate the throne of the British Empire because of his
decision to marry a twice-divorced woman of Baltimore, Mrs. Wallace
Simpson. The royal couple went into exile, and lived the remainder of
their lives in regal but isolated splendor in a mansion in Paris.
The author gives the reader the above historical examples to demonstrate the seriousness of the sin of adultery and in order to demonstrate that this sin-or even the mere suspicion of adultery- historically
has grave and disastrous consequences. Thus, the reader perceives that
the omnipotent God and Judge who despises and punishes adultery is
omnipresent in both history and literature. Anna Karenina is a literary
counterpart for many similar real life tragedies throughout European
history.
Indeed, each revolution in recent European history, each effort
to alter the traditional roles of marriage, the Church and government
ordained by God, has been invariably followed by a new period of social restoration, which reasserts the natural hegemony of the laws of
God over the State. In this regard, we call the reader's attention to the
fact that after the execution of the duplicitous Charles I in London in
1649, the revolutionary Cromwellian Interregnum was followed by the
11
The story of the Praslin tragedy has been told in a famous novel, All This and
Heaven Too, written in 1938 by the novelist Rachel Field. The novel was filmed in 1940,
starring Charles Boyer as the Due de Praslin, Barbara O'Neil as the Duchesse de Praslin,
and Bette Davis as Mademoiselle Henriette de Lucy.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol49/iss1/7
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restoration of the deposed monarch's son Charles II in 1660, and this
restored constitutional Anglican monarchy has guided the fortunes of
Great Britain and the British Commonwealth ever since. Similarly, in
France, after the great Revolution of 1789-1795, and after the Napoleonic experiment, the brother of the deposed XVI, Louis XVIII was
restored to the French throne in 1815 by the Congress of Vienna, and
the royal house of France and the French Catholic Church once again
became triumphant. Finally, after decades of atheistic Communist rule
in Russia, the Russian Orthodox Church has now been restored to the
power and importance which that venerable institution enjoyed for centuries before the Russian Revolution of 1917-1918.
Many European playwrights and novelists have subscribed to the
philosophy of the ultimate rightness of the Christocentric theological
state governed by the Church, the individual family patriarch and the
just and wise Christian King, and their writings have greatly contributed
to the victory, success and proliferation of this conservative, yet still
powerful, political concept.
Shakespeare began this tradition with The Taming of the Shrew in
1592. Although the wild Kate rants and raves throughout the play and
initially obdurately resists the advances of her new husband Petruchio,
she is miraculously transformed by the magical power of God and the
patriarchal Italian state: in the play's final act, the now thoroughly repentant and reformed Kate scolds two equally disrespectful wives, and
Kate compels her two companions to pay homage to their venerable and
noble husbands. The image of these three chastened and now obedient
wives, kneeling on bended knee on stage in the final act before their
husbands and masters, was surely an image which deeply gratified and
delighted the conservative patriarchal rulers of the Anglican state of
Elizabeth I.
Jacobean theatre in early seventeenth century Great Britain continued this venerable patriarchal tradition. Although in each of these Jacobean plays, the order of the traditional English household is temporarily
upset by some unwelcome intrusion and the bonds of marriage momentarily dissolved; at the end of each of these Jacobean performances, domestic peace, order, and tranquility are invariably restored. Prince Albert,
the venerable consort of Queen Victoria, is well known for his maxim,
"Every tragedy ends with a death; every comedy ends with a marriage,"
and the history of English theatre certainly confirms this concept.
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2013
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France has given us two famous example of literature in the service of the traditional patriarchal Christian State. In Tartuffe, Moliere
shows us the diabolical machinations of the fiend Tartuffe, who intends
to steal the fortune and home of his victims, Orgon and his family. And
yet, in the final act of the play, a deus ex machina arrives to save the day:
the wise and omniscient King of France Louis XIV, who has learned of
Tartuffe's evil plot and intentions, sends his personal detective to rescue
Orgon and his family from disaster. Tartuffe is escorted to prison, and
Orgon is restored to his rightful position as the lawful patriarch and
master of his household.
Again, in Les Miserables, Victor Hugo shows us the Job-like suffering of the innocent Jean Valjean, who has spent twenty years in prison
for stealing a loaf of bread because he was starving. Upon release from
prison, the wretched Jean Valjean is relentlessly pursued by Javert, who
represents a perverse form of French justice. And yet, like so many of
his fellow novelists through Europe, Hugo creates a situation of miraculous salvation for Jean Valjean, which simultaneously pays tribute to the
goodness of the traditional French Catholic and royalist State: When Jean
Valjean is arrested for suspicion of having stolen the silver candlesticks of
his benefactor and host, the Bishop of Digne, the good and kindly bishop
tells the arresting authorities that Jean Valjean has stolen nothing; rather
the candlesticks were a gift from the bishop to his guest. Jean Valjean is
so moved by the bishop's compassion that he becomes a good and virtuous citizen. And finally, Jean Valjean's persecutor, Javert, undergoes
conversion and suddenly realizes the wrongfulness of his mistreatment of
his innocent victim. Overcome by shame and remorse and overwhelmed
by Jean Valjean's goodness and compassion, Javert commits suicide by
throwing himself into the Seine. Thus in Les Miserables, evil is subverted, and the laws of Christian goodness and justice prevail.
The novel and film presently under analysis, Anna Karenina, is
of course the most extraordinary example of patriarchal and Christian
literature in the European canon. Although Tolstoi does tolerate Anna's
misconduct for seven of the eight books of the novel, in the chapter
and scene of Anna's deathbed confession, she does recognize Karenin's
marital sovereignty, she does ask her innocent husband for forgiveness, and Karenin does respond to his wife's request with an attitude of
proper Christian respect and pardon. The scene is thus pervaded by the
Christian spirit of charity and compassion.
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The final scene of the current 2012 film is a microcosm of the
Christian religious and patriarchal spirit of the entire work: after Anna's
suicide, the spectator sees the widower Karenin seated in a beautiful
meadow whose grasses are gently caressed by the breeze. The scenes
radiate the pastoral beauty of a Monet painting. Karenin appears to be
in a state of serenity and peace- he observes his own son Serziosha and
Anna's illegitimate daughter playing in the meadow; a look of placid
contentment radiates from his countenance. While Anna's adultery has
led to her death and damnation, Karenin remains a favored servant of
the Lord and a universally respected servant of the Russian State. The
Tolstoi of this novel and film clearly desires to uphold the traditional
Christian values of Old Russia. Neither Karenin in this position of sedentary satisfaction and repose, nor the spectator, engulfed in this scene
of family bliss and idyllic tranquility, has any intimation of the coming
of the iconoclastic Revolution.
At this point in this essay, we return the reader's attention to
the fact that European society has traditionally been . profoundly
patriarchal. According to this world view, while it is unthinkable
for the noble woman to be unfaithful to her husband, the noble male
patriarch, the paterfamilias, is ironically allowed to have mistresses,
provided that he not flaunt his extramarital affairs in high society. Such
behavior was socially acceptable throughout imperial Europe. In this
regard, one recollects the touching relationship between King Edward
VII of Great Britain and his mistress, Alice Keppel. 12 When King Edward was dying in 1910, Queen Alexandra did a magnanimous thing;
she was deeply aware of the husband's affection for Mrs. Keppel, and
therefore she graciously allowed this lady access to the King's death
chamber. 13
This phenomenon was especially widespread and common in
imperial Russia. For example, Alexander II (1855-1881), the tsar
whose reign coincides with the events of Anna Karenina, had many
royal mistresses and fathered seven illegitimate children. The right of
the patriarch and sovereign to enjoy concubines has a most definite
12
Edward VII actually had many mistresses: Sarah Bernhardt; Lady Randolph
Churchill; Daisy Greville, Countess of Warwick; Agnes Keyser; Lillie Langtry; Mary
Cornwallis-West; Hortense Schneider; Lady Susan Vane-Tempest.
13
Anne Edwards, Matriarch: Queen Mary and the House of Windsor (William
Morrow: N.Y., 1984), p. 203.
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Biblical origin: it can be traced to the legendary 700 wives of King
Solomon who lived in his harem at his palace in Jerusalem. 14
The adulterous lifestyle of the Russian male nobility which was
countenanced and even encouraged in the Russian Empire appears in
the novel and film Anna Karenina in the activities of several male characters. The novel begins with the extramarital affair of Stiva Oblonsky,
Anna's brother, with his children's French governess; Anna's initial
train journey to Moscow is in fact occasioned by her desire to reconcile her brother to his wife Dolly. In addition, Count Vronsky's own
brother is involved in extramarital affairs. Count Vronsky's best friend
Petrivsky likewise has mistresses, and when Vronsky first returns with
Anna to Petersburg, he discovers Petrivsky in his apartment with his
current companion, Baroness Shilton. As for Count Vronsky's amorous
relationship with the married Anna Karenina, society has various reactions. The younger men envy Vronsky. His own mother considers an
affair in the highest society to be "the finishing touch" for a promising
young man of society. Vronsky's officers' code of behavior even sets a
prestige value on seducing married women-the higher the woman's
social standing, the higher the man's prestige.
The scene in the present 2012 film which best captures the spirit of
this old licentious patriarchal Russia is the scene at the Petersburg skating
rink. While their mistresses Baroness Shilton and Anna Karenina skate on
the ice with the other young noble women of Petersburg, Count Vronsky
and Petrivsky, astride their mounts and attired in formal officer uniforms
with the insignia of the Imperial Double Eagle and perfectly polished
gold buttons, gaze haughtily at the assembly of mirthful skaters on the
ice. This image of Russian male patriarchal and aristocratic authority and
prestige is one of the most impressive in the entire film. From their elevated position on horseback, Petrivsky and Vronsky seem to approve and
to justify the rightness of this winter merry making of the gilded youth
of Saint Petersburg. A look of regal splendor radiates from the faces of
these two noble officers of Alexander II, and the entire assembly of skaters seems to bask in the officers' aristocratic approbation. In the author's
mind, this exquisite scene on the ice depicts the quintessence of the aristocratic, deferential and elegant spirit of the Russian Empire.

14
The ancient Kings of Persia likewise maintained extensive harems at their palace
in
Babylon.
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Nonetheless, although Tolstoi was raised to uphold the double
standards of traditional patriarchal Russian society, which countenanced a multitude of mistresses for the noble men and the tsars, the
fact remains that Anna Karenina the novel and the film is a profoundly
didactic work whose essential purpose is to demonstrate the intrinsic
worth of the moral life guided by the salutary principles of the New
Testament, and to caution against the licentious lifestyle, which will
ultimately lead to damnation. It has been said, for example, that while
Charles Dicken's novel A Christmas Carol is a novel of redemption,
Anna Karenina is a novel of punishment and judgment. Tolstoi the
Russian aristocrat has clearly undergone profound and total conversion to the Christian faith, like Saint Paul of Tarsus, and he has become
Tolstoi the dedicated Christian moralist and reformer.
In fact, Tolstoi has constructed his novel upon a fundamental
duality, which is clarified and illuminated with great depth and sensitivity by director Joe Wright's film: Anna and Vronsky and the luxurious
social milieu of town life; Levin and his bride Kitty, and the natural
life of the country. As the novel and the film progress, Anna descends
into an inescapable hell of sinfulness and separation from God, whereas
Levin ascends to an ever higher plane of spiritual peace, understanding,
and harmony with the Deity.
It is well known that Levin is an autobiographical portrait of
Tolstoi himself. Just as Levin finds true happiness only on this country
estate while wielding the scythe with his peasants, so did Tolstoi exult
in the simple rustic life of the Russian steppes.
Indeed, Tolstoi created his epic novels, War and Peace and Anna
Karenina, while living with his ever growing family on his country
estate of Yasnaya Polyana. During this exhilarating creative and idyllic
period, his wife Sonya Andreyevna collaborated with the great writer,
rejoicing at his creative genius and faithfully turning his rough drafts
into fair copy. The numerous pilgrims who came to Yasnaya Polyana
were invariably impressed by the famous couple's state of obvious
connubial bliss.
Both Tolstoi, the novelist, and Joe Wright, the director, seem to
wish to recognize both the reality of the Russian imperial social order
and the equally valid reality of a higher invisible moral and spiritual
order. Anna Karenina and Count Vronsky are enslaved by the earthly
Russian imperial social order. Levin, on the other hand, transcends this
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2013
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mundane social order and its emphasis upon self-gratification and finds
peace and serenity in meditation upon theology, Christian ethics and
God. Indeed, the spiritual purification and transfiguration of Levin is
one of the most significant achievements of European film and literature.
In sum, Joe Wright's Anna Karenina is a masterpiece of the art of
film and cinematography. A visual delight, several of the film's episodes
are reminiscent of the ethereal paintings of Claude Monet. The setsthe opulent Moscow restaurant L'Angleterre with its bronze statues
and gilded mirrors, the formal English gardens, the numerous pieces of
Greek garden statuary, and the abundant frescoes displaying mythological themes-pay tacit homage to the contributions of the many Swiss,
French and Italian artisans, architects, sculptors and painters who decorated and beautified the Empire of the Tsars.

Peterhof,
the
summer palace of
Peter the Great
near St. Petersburg, Russia.

Having seen this film, which pays such extraordinary tribute to the
glories of the Russian Empire and the values of the Old Russia of the
Tsars, the spectator will readily understand why the Russian people have
decided to canonize the family of the last Tsar of Russia, Nicholas II,
who were so hideously murdered by the Bolsheviks at Ekaterinburg on
July 16, 1918. The remains of the deposed Russian Imperial family and
its members-the Grand Duchesses Olga, Tatiana, Maria,Anastasia, the
Tsarevich Alexei, the Tsarina Alexandra and the Tsar Nicholas, are now
venerated as holy relics in Russia. In addition, in order to commemorate
the Romanov sainthood, a Russian Orthodox Church, The Church on
the Blood in Honour of All Saints Resplendant in the Russian Land, has
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol49/iss1/7

18

Page: Film Review: The 2012 Tim Bevan Production of Leo Tolstoi's <i>An
84
February 2013 SAHS Review

been constructed on the site of the Ipatiev House in Ekaterinburg where
the Russian royal family was murdered. This is a holy place of pilgrimage that annually attracts pilgrims from around the globe.
Tsar Alexander II (1855-1881), who presided over the society
described in Anna Karenina, was a great reformer. He abolished serfdom in 1861 and established a more democratic system of local government known as the Zemtsvo in 1864. This desire for and spirit of social
improvement and reform pervades the novel and film Anna Karenina.
Moreover, the Tsars of Russia patronized myriad works of artistic, musical and literary genius which bring joy to all mankind. One recalls the
achievements of Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Pushkin, Rimsky-Korsakoff,
Prokoviev, Tchaikovsky, and Rachmaninoff.
The Empire of the Tsars, and its greatest literary masterpiece
Anna Karenina, clearly hold a special place in the hearts of the Russian
people. The reader will surely agree that the present 2012 production of
Leo Tolstoi 's Anna Karenina will likewise take its well deserved place
in the pantheon of film greatness.
- Bryan College
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